Measuring anxiety in nonhuman primates: effect of lorazepam on macaque scratching.
Lorazepam (0.2 mg/kg IM) was given to group-living female macaques to assess the effect of anxiolytic treatment on scratching, a behavior pattern referred to as a displacement activity in the primate literature. Lorazepam selectively diminished scratching behavior. The drug effect was status-dependent: especially low-ranking animals showed a marked reduction in scratching. Lorazepam exerted a direct effect on scratching, that is the effect was not due to sedation or mediated by the influence of the drug on other behaviors. These results provide pharmacological validation to the ethological finding that scratching may be a manifestation of anxiety in monkeys. In addition, they suggest to use scratching as a behavioral measure in studies investigating nonhuman primate models of anxiety.